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THE DESERTION OF GILBERTON 
Mr. R.B. Brown 
Since I have been working on Gilberton many people have asked, 
"What is Gilberton"?, some have even asked, "who is he"? 
Gilberton was a gold mining town proclaimed in 1869 some 300 miles 
west of Townsville on the Upper Gilbert River. Gilberton, centre for the 
Gilbert River gold fields closed down in 1873. Some reports claimed that 
gold ran out. Others argue that gold did not pay. It is suggested that 
Gilberton had one crisis after another and was just unable to get on its 
feet. A wide range of sources suggest it was aboriginal resistance and 
lack of police protection which closed the Gilbert fields. 
During the course of this lecture I intend to examine these theories 
and suggest to you from my research to date, why Gilberton and its gold 
field was deserted in December, 1873. 
Let me begin by briefly outlining the significance of Gilberton and 
its gold fields in Queensland history. In a recently presented paper on 
Aboriginal resistance in 19th Century Queensland, Henry Reynolds and Noel 
Loos concluded that between 800 and 850 deaths resulted from conflict with 
Aborigines during the 50 years it took to fully occupy Queensland. Yet too 
frequently early Australian historians have been under the delusion that 
the nature of Australian history is tmiquely peaceful, and confrontation 
with Aborigines mild and bloodless. Don't get me wrong here; frontier 
contact was both peaceful and violent, but the idea expressed by Russel 
Ward, "that men seldom had to go armed on the Australian frontier", is a 
myth quite incomprehensible to anyone living on the frontier areas of 
Queensland. Aboriginal resistance was a significant reality in Queensland's 
colonial life. 
This fact was clearly illustrated on the Gilbert gold fields, a case 
example of the friction which existed between colonists and Aborigines. 
You might well ask, where does Gilberton fit into the chronology 
of North Queensland history? Attempts at developing the pastoral industry 
in North Queensland during the 1860's failed miserably - the hardships 
and uncertainties of the area proved formidable to the pastorallst and 
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large scale investment unworthy. Small parties of intending squatters rode 
out north from Bowen searching for pastoral country only to return with 
nothing but disappointed reports. But it was not long before rumours of 
gold echoed through the land and before the first gold discovei'ies were 
made. Gilberton was part of the frontier which was successful in opening 
up North Queensland, the gold frontier. 
The first discovery of gold was on the Star River some 50 miles 
inland from Townsville in 1865. Over the next four years diggings were 
established on the Cape River, Ravenswood, Charters Towers and on the 
Gilbert and Etheridge. The government encouraged prospecting in the area 
by offering a reward of £1,000 for the discovery of new fields. All new 
discoveries were submitted to Richard Daintree government geologist for 
North Queensland. If he found them payable, the discoveries were gazetted 
and the area proclaimed a gold field. 
The Gilbert gold field came into the limelight early in 1869 M*ien, 
after a months examination, Daintree reported pajrable gold. In his report 
Daintree made it quite clear that the extent of gold bearing ground was 
limited and patchy and that there was no hope of getting gold easily. He 
advised that, "anyone intending to come to the Gilbert goldfields must 
come either as a prospector or as one prepared to take the leavings of 
prospectors and so be content with little." But the advice was too late, 
excited men in the grip of gold fever blindly rushed to the Gilbert and 
the field was soon proclaimed the new northern El Dorado, an optimistic 
name applied to most new gold fields. At Cardwell every ship was over-
crowded with miners and speculators. In July, 1869, 14 ships unloaded 
their complement of flannel shirted diggers and the mass made their way 
to the Gilbert. Soon letters from the field flooded Cardwell, Townsville 
and even Brisbane with reports such as, "we are all on good gold, each 
man earning from £6-20 a week....any amount of gold in country, come out 
here at once." It was confidently announced that Gilberton would turn 
out to be the richest and most extensive gold field ever discovered in 
Queensland. 
Not all reports were positive - many miners complained about the 
greatly exaggerated reports in newspapers. They claimed the field was 
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over rushed and that no gold existed. A telegram to the colonial secretary 
from Townsville reported a petition signed by 104 disappointed diggers. 
They claimed they had been misled by false reports about the diggings and 
having spent all their money, applied for free passages back to the coast. 
Townsville's police commissioner reported that many of these men were 
destitute and as a result rations were distributed but no help was given 
for return journeys to the coast. 
News from the Gilbert was indeed conflicting. It appeared that the 
rush was characteristic of rushes on any field in that, "the first comers 
generally do well but those who are incited by rumours of their success to 
follow them, almost always arrive at a time to be too late." Nevertheless 
by May 1869 most of the Gilberts 2-3000 miners were finding gold (though 
in many cases barely enough to live on) and it was not long before a town 
added the name of Gilberton to the map. 
Gilberton township was initially planned by its first Commissioner, 
T.R. Hacket - "its streets were laid out widely divergent from a straight 
line an eccentricity peculiar to mining townships." It was initially a 
crude bush canvas town consisting of tents and rough gunyahs or wurleys 
which were the favourite class of habitation being cheap simple and very 
easy to erect and repair. One newspaper describes Gilberton as the 
height of its prosperity as 
a very well built township surrounded by magnificent gardens, 
producing fruit and vegetables in abundance, from the pineapple 
and banana to the humble but useful sweet potatoe and pumpkin, 
a town with a stately court a recently completed Commissioner's 
residence with luxurious bathrooms and all the other etceteras -
police barracks and a lock up, a number of commodious hotels and 
stores - one of the finest assembly rooms in the north, a post 
office and numerous private dwellings together with an immense 
quantity of stores, goods, furniture and other property. 
What a Utopian spectacle this must have portrayed to the Southern 
reader. In reality this description was nothing more than a deceptive and 
emotional dream. Most of the buildings in Gilberton were of a primitive 
design and built very roughly. Good buildings were scarce and sawn wood 
very expensive. The sides of structures were composed of iron bark sap-
lings, placed close together on end, the top nailed, the bottom embedded 
in the ground. 
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A more realistic impression of Gilberton at its peak is reported 
by another newspaper 
It presents a very imposing appearance consisting of numerous 
stores, public houses all very rude wooden shacks - several 
bough sheds dignified by the name of butcher shops. Several 
shanties, a lock up and court house, calico doctors shops, 
blacksmith shops and any quantity of digger's palaces. 
The apparently formidable appearance of Gilberton did not prevent 
the town from living a very spirited life during its better days. With 
an unusually high number of women or to use Victorian jargon, "a goodly 
portion of Eve's daughters" and an average of 13 pubs wiiich were nothing 
more than crude shacks housing crude grog, the miners in Gilberton knew 
how to have a good time. 
In every community large or small there are always to be found 
eccentric people - the village idiot idea - Gilberton was no exception. 
As one miner reported 
you certainly do meet a great variety of dress on the gold field, 
from the primitive fig leaf to the tall faced full share bell 
topper but to see an individual enveloped in a pair of knicker-
bockers through which his legs have evidently been thrust about 
a foot too far is indeed a fair sight. 
Gilberton also had its depth of community spirit, perhaps unified 
by the establishment of a hospital. Once the town hospital was erected 
it was commonly accepted that successful miners and business profiteers 
should contribute £5 to hospital funds. This unwritten law was strictly 
adhered to at least while Gilberton was prosperous and social functions 
were organized to raise funds for the hospital. A considerable sum was 
raised at Gilberton concerts where volunteers performed everything from 
classical arias to dirty ditties. On St. Patrick's Day in 1870 a group 
of spirited volunteers even performed the Third Act of Othello. 
These same enthusiasts nicknamed their fellow Gilbertonians, "the 
wallabies" - they would often drink their spare time away with Normanton 
residents who were nicknamed "the alligators". After many swigs of what 
was termed "calamity water" the night usually ended in a supposedly well-
intentioned brotherly fight, usually won by the alligators. 
All this impresses on the mind the healthy degree of community 
spirit which reigned in Gilberton when "the skies were blue". It was 
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traditional for Gilbertonians around Christmas and other holidays to 
organise great festivities. Money was raised to form a turf club and even 
an athletics club. Gilberton certainly made its mark in state horse 
racing circles, when on New Year's Day, 1870, an event occurred which 
southern newspapers described as "the most disgraceful proceeding that 
ever occurred in the colony on any race course." To quote the Brisbane 
Courier 
On New Year's Day there was a much better attendance and better 
racing and all would have passed off well but for the cowardly, 
unmanly conduct of some of the diggers who placed an obstruction 
across the course and evidently tried their best to injure both 
horse and rider by pelting him with stones and waddles but 
happily he escaped injury - It certainly was the most disgraceful 
proceeding that ever occurred in the colony on any race course 
and I hope the ringleaders will meet their just reward. 
The origins of the affair was that the horse ridden by its owner was 
supposed not to be the bona fide property of a digger but it was satis-
factorily proved before the stewards and others that it was a digger's 
horse. 
The obvious question which now arises is why did this apparently 
active and perhaps thriving township, collapse only five years after its 
establishment? Horace B. English in his dictionary of psychology defines 
tension as "an emotional state resulting when needs are unsatisfied or 
goal directed behaviour is blocked" and one of the results of sustained 
tension is a low morale. For most of Gilberton's history morale was 
very low, miners wanted gold yet they spent a good deal of their time 
literally battling with a host of physical and social problems, struggling 
to cope with their basic needs. 
Let me make it clear that the Gilbert fields were not unique in 
their fight against social and physical problems. All gold fields were 
faced with similar struggles and only the most prosperous were able to 
survive. A consideration of some of these problems will not only 
illustrate what life was like on the gold fields but will also help to 
ascertain why the Gilbert was deserted. 
To arrive at the Gilbert fields people had to contend with a 
multitude of hardships incidental to a journey 300 miles over mountainous 
country. All the trials of such a journey placed them in a remote and 
87 
R.B. BROV/N 
and lonely district. Despite iron determination to claim their share of 
gold, miners were victims of great loneliness. One miner expressed his 
feelings towards isolation, (with tongue in cheek), in the following. 
What a delightful place this town of Gilberton is to spend one's 
existence in - to a man tired of the companionship of his species 
and the busy turmoil of the world the place would prove a paradise, 
he would almost be as completely cut off from the outer world as 
the uninhabited Robinson Crusoe's Island. 
In such a remote district residents had to do without luxury 
personel such as priests. You can imagine the reaction this must have 
caused in the refined and very proper circles of Brisbane and other popul-
ated areas. 
One Gilbertonian reported, "as yet a vendor of the gospel has not 
found his way to this barbarous region". Looking at it commercially there 
was money to be made in Christening and marriage services but as our goodly 
reporter says, "not having a register of marriages resident among us here 
who could tie that awkward knot is to my vagabond way of thinking rather 
an advantage which I will prove by a brief illustration -
Some weeks ago, a rather buxom fair one found her way, to the 
Gilbert looking for her married sister (so she said) and with that 
impulsive feeling of hospitality peculiar to my species she found 
shelter and tucker in a decent married woman's humpy whose 
husband's mate soon exhibited unmistakable symptoms of being 
under the influence of what in refined circles is called tender 
passion, but to use our venacular he was "collared" and the fair 
one did not repulse his advances. But to cut tjie story short 
they entered into partnership, there being no person or registrar 
to license them so to do, the implied understanding being that 
at the first chance they were to be made one. After celebrations 
the pair settled down in a very matter of fact way to their 
respective occupations. But alas for their happiness and connub-
ial bliss, a shadow fell on them, a man dusty and dirty and 
unshaven came one evening to their tent and in a vulgar language 
claimed the unbewedded bride as his lawful spouse and in adjectival 
terms told her to come along to his camp. She objected - partner 
No. 2 sided with her, a fight resulted in which partner No. 1 
"caved in" and returned bleeding amidst the jeers of the crowd. 
If there had been a parson here, there would havo been a case of 
bigamy which through his absence was avoided. 
Without a priest there were no funeral services. It was not 
unusual for a policeman to come along, look in a business way at the body, 
report the death, construct a rude coffin or box and bury it in a shallow 
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hole on the side of a ridge. One miner reported, "no prayers, no mourners, 
not even a chosen spot in which to find a resting place". Another reported 
that, "graves are to be seen scattered all over the gold field, some with 
a part of the coffin laid to bare by dogs with gourmet tastes". It is 
questionable whether coffins were laid bare by dogs but it is a fact that 
there was not a cemetry on the Gilbert field. At a time in history when 
people of all classes treated death with great solemnity, these circum-
stances must have antagonized the conscience. 
Unfortunately there was a very large death rate on the field consider-
ing the number of people that passed through. The causes of most deaths 
were fever, dysentry, natural accidents such as drowning, suicide, sunstroke, 
and a host of diseases. Health was not good on the field as is commonly 
assumed. Although Gilberton was about 1600 feet above sea level the wet 
season claimed the life of many. 
One writer says, 
There is considerable sickness just now prevailing a sort of low 
fever that puts a man completely out of sorts and takes the steel 
out of him. You are not ill enough to lie down, but you are seized 
with a kind of nervous restlessness, loss of appetite and a most 
depressing langour. You fight it out as best you can and in the 
struggle you generally fade away till you become a most interesting 
anatomical curiosity, with a yellow-brown skin that becomes your 
permanent colour while located here. 
Another very common source of sickness was referred to as delirium 
tremors, (a widely excited and disorderly state of mind resulting from 
heavy drinking). Indeed Gilberton was rarely short of alcohol. One 
resident commented -
I have never seen or heard of such a number of habitual drunkards 
as we can boast of in our little community here - the quantum of 
spiritous liquor and the villainous compounds they manage to 
soak into their clay is fearful to contemplate. 
But the excessive consumption of what was termed "calamity water" was 
justified by another miner when he said "we do not live fast, we like our 
beer or in default rvun for it helps us to atune to the many discomforts 
we suffer". Although a miner may have lost his health through consumption 
of alcohol, he undoubtedly found some kind of temporary relief. Though 
clearly some became victims of permanent relief and these alcoholics 
89 
R.B. BROWN 
were sometimes chained to a tree day and night until cured. 
Early in this lecture I mentioned that the Gilbert gold field 
contained both alluvial and reef gold. I should mention here that 
alluvial gold or surface gold was recovered by the use of techniques 
known as dry blowing, or sluicing, needing little or no capital for its 
extraction. By the end of 1870 alluvial gold became scarce and so atten-
tion was turned to reefing. Here quartz reefs had to be dug up, crushed 
and the gold extracted. For reefing to be profitable crushing machinery 
was a necessity. By the end of 1869 the Gilbert fields were literally 
pleading for machinery but naturally enough owners were very reluctant 
about taking their machines to the remote Gilbert - why send your machine 
all that way when there were proven and closer fields also calling for 
machinery, for example, Ravenswood. 
Gilbertonians soon realised their field could not progress much 
further without machinery so a contract was drawn up offering anyone 
willing to bring a machine to the Gilbert £2 per ton of stone crushed 
and a bonus of £10 for the first crushing of each claim. Before long 
news of a coming crushing machine instilled fresh life and vigour into 
the reefing community and stone was collected ready for the machine to 
crush. But unfortunately for Gilberton the promised machine was delayed 
and the town was again overcome with anxiety. It was not until March, 
1871 that crushing began and the first machine was christened with a 
bottle of "Rosey wine", speeches were made and a night was made of it. 
After only four months of crushing the Gilbert was again seized by 
feelings of despair when crushing was stopped for want of stone. The 
machine was not stopped through any inability of the miners to provide 
gold bearing stone, but as a result of their disatisfaction with the 
scale of charges. The expenses pressed too hard on the reefer and the 
price of crushing, at least double that of any other field in Australia, 
would obviously have to come down if the Gilbert was to survive. One 
writer noted that the crushing company at Gympie could make an excellent 
profit at 8s per ton crushed and leave a fair dividend from poor stone 
for the working miner. Between 40s per ton charged at Gilberton and 
8s per ton at Gympie, the large margin of 32s per ton remained. In the 
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colony of Victoria crushing was a good trade at 6s per ton. In acquiring 
crushing machinery obviously a suin had to be paid to meet the cost of 
transit but this should only have been a first outlay, h i ^ charges 
should not have been continued. 
"Unless crushing mill proprietors can be induced to accept a 
smaller portion of quartz proceeds and allow the working miner a living 
profit they may shut up their machines and leave." When one considers 
that machine owners were netting £52/10/- per week compared to £20 per 
week earned at Gympie it is quite understandable that miners were raging. 
As a result of this rage crushing prices were reduced to 32s per ton and 
more machines came to Gilberton at different times during 1871 and 1872 
but even so reefers were unable to meet the heavy costs forced upon them. 
Take for example, the price of the gold escort. Each month in most fields, 
or in the case of the Gilbert every now and again, the government would 
send an armed excort to the gold fields to transport gold back to Towns-
ville. In Queensland l/6d was charged per oxince of gold transported to 
Townsville. Yet in Victoria and N.S.W. where distances were also great 
the government never charged more than 6d or 8d per ounce of gold trans-
ported. Alluvial miners were also subject to extra expense when water 
was scarce. At such times they had to cart their wash dirt to water 
holes at an expense of between 8 to 15 shillings a load and so only very 
rich gold could be expected to pay. Clearly, it was a necessity on the 
Gilbert to earn more than the average gold miner, because the cost of 
living was at times treble that of other fields and in the case of 
those working at a distance from the stores, the trouble of obtaining 
supplies enforced a loss of a day or two or more per week. 
These circumstances were most unfortunate for the Gilbert because 
although the field had difficulties in sustaining a high production of 
gold, a wide range of sources suggest that plenty of gold existed. 
Alluvial gold was certainly patchy and widely distributed. Payable 
gold could be found over an immense tract of country but the different 
gullies were soon worked out and so much time was wasted by shifting 
camp and prospecting for new gound that the majority of diggers were 
disillusioned with having to travel long distances over fearfully rough 
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country. Alluvial gold was hardly profitable, yet the Chinese seemed to 
make a living from alluvial gold mining throughout Gilberton's history. 
Most reports on mining by reefing were very positive. There was 
plenty of gold in the reefs and had a suitable arrangement been made with 
machine owners it is likely that the Gilbert fields may have become a 
long lasting reefing district. One source reported 
The reefs in the neighbourhood of Gilberton have now had a trial 
of 3 months, the average yield obtained is greater than that of 
any gold field in the colonies - not excepting Ravenswood and 
Gympie - certainly the reefs as a rule are narrow compared with 
the broad veins that characterize some quartz mining districts 
and at the present high price of crushing, many of the claims 
are barely payable. But it is something to say that the most 
remote and least known part of North Queensland can boast of an 
average yield of over 3 oz. of gold to the ton while the most 
famous gold field in the world, Ballarat maintains its high 
position on an average yield of 7 pennyweights 9 grain of gold 
per ton (there are 20 pennyweights per oz.). 
I have checked these figures and they appear to be accurate. On the 
Ballarat fields the highest yield of gold in any one year was 1 oz. 9 
pennjTweight per ton of stone crushed and the lowest 3 pennyweight 23 grains 
per ton. Yet Gilberton in its crushing peak was producing 3 oz. of gold 
per ton of stone crushed and yet this was unable to be sustained, not 
because the gold ran out but because hungry machine owners monopolized 
the profits. Machine owners could probably have reduced their profits 
considerably but the depressed social and physical atmosphere on the 
field could not sustain their interest. Determined to get richer they 
were frequently in search of richer fields and had no intention of 
reducing their profits. 
Severe climatic conditions were also partially responsible for 
the prostrated atmosphere on the field. For most of the time there was 
either too much or not enough water. During January and February 1870 
the Gilbert field was victim of two severe cyclones. At the end of the 
first, it was reported 
If the rush gets much heavier we will no longer be able to supply 
rations to outlying areas. The roads are cut, the mailman being 
forced to return to Townsville. There has been nothing but rain 
all day and all night and everything is getting blue mouldy and 
has that musty appearance which is anything but pleasing to the 
eye or refreshing to the olfactory nerves. 
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Another writer commented-
We poor exiles are completely cut off from civilization and like 
our aboriginal brothers are thrown completely on our own resources 
for amusements to kill time. Newspapers no matter what age are 
eagerly hunted up, miles are travelled to borrow a coverless book; 
impromptu social gatherings are got up; toasts are proposed in 
bumpers of colonial rum. Songs of a very miscellaneous and doubt-
ful character are vocerifously sung and encored yarns are spun, the 
gathering generally winding up with the ditty "rolling home in the 
morning boys" and all this varied amusement kept up most jollily 
and noisely with powerful McKay rum. 
This was all very well until alcohol ran out, then it became a fight for 
basic survival. Another resident comments, 
Horseflesh has taken the place of beef in the butcheries, the 
flesh of used up working bullocks has been esteemed a luxury and 
held at 9d per lb. while the old objection to possums in that they 
possess a strong gum leaf flavour has not been considered a reason-
able objection for some time past by the good people of Gilberton. 
Even the crow and parrot population "after furnighing many a meal for 
hundreds of hungry men", had disappeared. The desperation of the crisis 
is well expressed in the following description 
Last week temporary relief was afforded by the arrival of 12 head 
of cattle from Carpentaria Downs and the scene at the cutting up 
of each on being slaughtered was a caution to fat cattle I As the 
junk of beef was separated from the carcass, it was seized by the 
nearest or strongest or best tactician in the crowd and held while 
it was weighed to prevent its seizure by some other half starved 
man and when the whole dozen had thus been distributed not half 
the people had a mouthful. 
Although these reports may have been exaggerated the general hardships 
incurred during the early months of 1870 must have been demoralizing to 
any man. 
Floods in any remote area result in provision shortages, a problem 
which further antagonises the tender minds of desperate men. The Gilbert 
field experienced during the months which followed the floods a chronic 
flour shortage - food, tools, clothing, paper, soap, tobacco and even 
grog became scarce. It was noted that, "Unless there is a prompt and 
regular supply of provisions I am afraid many of the diggers will leave -
the men seem very discontented with their lot, not being able to obtain 
sufficient to eat has a lot to do with it." Indeed many disillusioned 
miners left after the floods, leaving behind them a very jaded town. 
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These men were off to other fields. Disgusted with Gilberton and allured 
by rumours of new fields, the main body of diggers steadily worked their 
way further north. Places such as Western Creek, the Delaney and the 
Etheridge were new far off El Dorados, and of course to Gilbertonians 
far off fields always looked greener. 
I should mention here that this exodus from Gilberton was not 
really significant until 1872 when the Etheridge field was officially 
proclaimed. Prior to the foundation of Georgetown, centre of the Etheridge 
gold field, there were always miners entering the Gilbert and replacing 
those who left. But once the Etheridge was proclaimed, the news for the 
Gilbert field was not good. 
Gilberton struggled on into 1873, by this time it was classified 
as part of the Etheridge field and was vinder the jurisdiction of George-
town. Still the town battled on under the leadership of Dalrymple, 
deputy gold field commissioner. Throughout 1873 its population continued 
to decrease until in July, Dalrymple announced -
It is with much regret that I have to report to you that my 
anticipations as expressed in my last report and shared by the 
population have in no way been realised. Whatever the future of 
this gold field it is now my painful duty to report its temporary 
collapse. As the mining population has fallen away my services 
have become unnecessary. 
Dalrymple was taken away from the Gilbert. Although the weary town could 
not boast of thousands of miners, it was kept alive for the remainder of 
1873 by about 120 alluvial optimists and townspeople. Though most of the 
population had gone, problems continued to increase and it was these 120 
people who were to spend the rest of the Gilbert days in constant fear 
of the Aborigines. 
Let us go back to 1845, the year when Leichhardt's expedition 
reached the Gilbert River, the year when the river was named in memory 
of John Gilbert, a member of Leichhardt's party who was speared in the 
left lung by Aborigines. The Aborigines who speared John Gilbert were 
from the Yanga tribe, the same tribe who roamed the land around Gilberton. 
Some years later in 1856, September 5th, the Gregory expedition reached 
the Gilbert and it is recorded in their diary, "Aborigines rush expedition 
with spears ready to throw - a charge of small shot frightened them away -
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except for one man who climbed a tree \iiiere we left him as our object 
was, to procure our own safety, and that with as little injury as 
possible to the blacks." Eight years later in 1864 the McDonald 
expedition found one of their horses, "Defiance" killed and eaten by 
Aborigines near where the Gilbert fields were later to exist. They 
were also unable to pass through a particular gap in the area because 
armed Aborigines were organized and dangerously placed. In 1868 Daintree 
commented, "It is a difficult country to travel over and as the Aborigines 
in it yet hold their own, it is unsafe for individual prospectors." 
All these accounts perhaps explain why the Aborigines in the north 
were considered the most "treacherous and murderous villains in the 
colony" - why the Brisbane Courier reported in 1869 "the Aborigines in 
the north appear to be a far superior race than their brethren of the 
South, more bold in the depredations" and perhaps why the mining frontier 
was so apprehensive towards Aborigines. 
For Gilbert River residents, there was some reason to be afraid. 
As early as 1869 local Aborigines took a liking to spearing horses. No 
doubt they paid for their sins with a face full of lead. Friction between 
Aborigines and European-Chinese gained momentum and in May 1870 Commissioner 
Townley reported: "I believe the diggers are afraid of prospecting any 
considerable distance away from the main body as the blacks have proven 
rather troublesome and dangerous." This report was based on numerous 
complaints Townley received from alluvial miners who claimed their tents 
were robbed, and their horses speared and eaten. 
In February 1871 a party contracted to collect timber were driven 
away by Aborigines and their tools stolen. In June that year one of 
Gilberton's respected businessmen, John Corbett, was murdered while 
travelling, and large numbers of Aborigines were reported to have appeared 
in great force a few miles from the township. Life went on and the 
struggle for gold continued but what is significant is that after John 
Corbett was murdered, Gilberton was thrown into a state of excitement 
and townspeople were caught up in a restless hysteria. Immediately the 
fact of the murder became known there was a general roll up of 20-30 
excited and angry horsemen who organized and armed themselves before 
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starting for the scene of the outrage. In August, 1872, a man named Daniel 
Ryan was murdered and mutilated. He was found with his knee caps cut off, 
apparently a local tradition practised to prevent evil spirits following 
the Aborigines back to their camp. 
The Chinese were frequently attacked, whether this was becamse they 
occupied the lonely outlying areas of the district or whether because 
their flesh was regarded as a delicacy is perhaps open to question. It is 
certain that Chinese were critically frightened of the Aborigines, I say 
critically because largely as a result of this fear many Chinese left the 
area. I would suggest that these Chinese would have left the Gilbert fields, 
Aborigines or no Aborigines, but it is clear that their exodus was hastened 
by a very real fear. 
Gilberton was again thrown into turmoil in August, 1873 when four 
respected and needed businessmen were attacked by Aborigines, two killed 
and the others badly wounded. After this outrage, only half a mile from 
the township, it was soon asserted that the Aborigines were aware of 
Gilberton's small population and with their superiority were taking 
advantage of the circumstances. The situation progressively declined, 
the atmosphere is perhaps well expressed in a telegram sent on November 
24: 
The blacks have made a raid on Chinese camp. Two Chinamen were 
killed, two wounded and three missing. Constable Dillon started 
for the place on receiving intelligences, but the blacks had left. 
The white residents expected that an attack would have been made 
during the night and had barricaded their premises. The Southern 
mailman has not yet arrived at Gilberton, he is supposed to have 
been murdered by the blacks. The Chinese are clearing out in 
dismay. 
It then remained for Gilberton, as the Mackay Mercury reported, 
"to furnish a spectacle never before witnessed on any gold field in 
Australia, California or anywhere else," On the night of November 22, 
1873, the Aborigines moved in on the town under the cover of green 
boughs and besieged the house of Mr. Cameron one of the last white 
residents. The attack was frustrated by the regional sub-inspector of 
police who arrived at the crucial moment saving the lives of those 
seeking protection in a residents house. The incident totally drained 
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the Gilbert of its population. One crushing machine was left along with 
other valuable property and a lot of equipment was collected and burnt 
before leaving. The incident sparked off a reaction at Percyville and 
Mt. Hogan, about 18 miles from Gilberton. When the fall of Gilberton 
became known the residents became determined, "to bundle off to any place 
where there was safety with all possible speed." By January, 1874 the 
Gilberton fields were totally abandoned and remained so for several years 
until they were again op^ied up for reefing purposes by large mining 
companies. -
The obvious question which deserves consideration - where were 
the police, why could they not save the gold town? This question which 
became very controversial in 1874. 
From its earliest days a constant source of complaint on the 
Gilbert was government apathy on the matter of police protection. It 
seems likely that at times the government was apathetic but it is certain 
that a great deal of misunderstanding existed between gold field and 
government on this question. 
Attention was called to the insufficient number of police despatched 
to the Gilbert in parliament on June 4, 1869. As a result it was decided 
to send additional men but in actuality they did riot arrive, at least not 
for six months and when they did arrive they proved unsuitable for the 
job. One miner commented with some foresight, "If human blood and hair 
does fly, won't there be a cry of "where's the police" and an echo will 
loudly answer "where oh where" and the practical reply will be - hanging 
about Gilberton doing nothing but eating, sleeping and getting stiff for 
want of something to do." From most reports it appears that in the main 
the police were unable to cope with the extent of their district through 
both inefficiency and small numbers. 
In 1872 Deputy Commissioner Dalrymple when prompted by many 
locals, informed the government of "the urgent need for the most efficient 
means of police protection for the protection of the lives and properties 
of the mining and licensing population." Here began an interesting con-
flict between Dalrymple and the government. In his correspondence 
Dalrymple requested 8 troopers. He also pointed out that the mailman 
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was in danger having to camp out en route, a danger which put an end to 
the prosperity of alluvial diggings because no one would travel the 
roads unless they had to. 
In his reply, the police Commissioner stated that there were three 
police at Gilberton and another 15 in outlying towns. He also mentioned 
that the mailman need not camp out as there were plenty of public houses 
on his route. Dalrymple corrected the police commissioner when he pointed 
out that in Gilberton there were only two constables, one was detained 
in Georgetown 100 miles away for misconduct and the other imobilized 
through sickness. Dalrymple also mentioned that 85 miles of the mailman's 
journey were without a public house and so he had to camp out in a very 
dangerous locality. 
The police commissioner asserted that because the population was 
so scattered it was impossible to police the area adequately, no matter 
how many police were on the field. Dalrymple promptly stressed that it 
was precisely because of the scattered population that greater police 
protection was needed, and recommended a smaller rapid patrolling force 
frequently showing themselves to replace a widely scattered, irregular, 
lazy and inefficient native force. 
Dalrymple assured the government that his reports were trustworthy 
and staked his impressive reputation status and qualification to that 
purpose. Instead of fulfilling Dalrymple's request, later in 1873, 
the government on learning of the Gilbert's small population withdrew 
all police and placed the area on the periodical patrol list from 
Georgetown. 
It was the withdrawal of police from the Gilbert and consequent 
lack of police protection that formed the substance of a legislative 
assembly enquiry in 1874 when Patrick Corbett, a Gilberton storekeeper 
petitioned to the government for compensation on losses incurred from 
the evacuation. Corbett argued that as a result of the lack of police 
protection Gilberton fell to the Aborigines. Under oath he said, "I 
will swear positively that it was through the blacks that people left, 
they would not have gone if the blacks had not come in." According to 
Corbett, at the time of crisis the wet season had set in and indeed it 
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seems likely that if the residents were going to leave, they would have 
done so before the wet season. When asked if the population would return, 
if police protection was provided Corbett answered in the affirmitive, 
because he claimed there were still good lines of reefs. It appears 
this was also true because once the Aborigines were cleared from the 
district, alluvial prospectors did return and several years after 
evacuation, the area was again opened up for reefing. But let me point 
out that Gilberton itself did not ever again become an important town. 
In opposition to Corbett's claim the government stressed that 
police were removed from the Gilbert because its population did not 
warrant police on location. The government also agreed that, "in a wild 
and unsettled country it would not be possible for 10 detachments of 
police to protect from the blacks, solitary travellers or persons out 
prospecting who do not take the ordinary precautions and who frequently 
keep a close secret the direction they travel." 
The result of the enquiry is clear - Patrick Corbett did not get 
his claimed £1,402, though he was partially reimbursed for his losses. 
Clearly there was a cry for police protection from misunderstanding more 
than anything, though inefficient police and to an extent government 
insensitivity were partially responsible. It was perhaps this realization 
which forced the government to carry a portion of the responsibility 
for losses incurred. 
During this lecture I have endeavoured to establish why the 
Gilbert fields were deserted. From my research to date we can establish 
that at its prime Gilberton was a significant town or centre for the 
Gilbert gold fields. But like all gold fields Gilberton had its share 
of social and physical problems: the problems of isolation and the 
conditions it necessitated: the problems of obtaining machinery and 
operating it economically: the problems of coping with exorbitant 
prices and harsh climatic conditions. All these served to undermine 
morale and realizing that the Gilbert was not profitable, restless 
miners soon found their way to other fields. Clearly there was 
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sufficient gold on the field but it was widely distributed and in the 
extraordinarily harsh circumstances problems of extraction were too 
severe. V7ith the gradual transfer of power from Gilberton to Georgetown, 
the Etheridge fields dominated the district, absorbing most of the 
Gilbert*s population. By the end of 1872 the Gilbert gold fields were 
crippled and Gilberton almost deserted. A handful of determined optimists, 
mainly Chinese alluvial miners, remained on the field but owing to 
Aboriginal resistance and lack of police protection were forced to evacu-
ate in December 1873. Public outcry in Brisbane resulted in a Legislative 
Assembly enquiry from which a Gilberton storekeeper was partially reim-
bursed for his losses. 
It is true that the small population servicing Gilberton, about 
120 at the end of 1873, were forced to evacuate because of Aboriginal 
resistance and lack of police protection, but the Gilbert fields were 
not deserted BECAUSE of Aboriginal resistance and lack of police protection. 
Clearly the population exodus during 1872 left Gilberton and its fields 
crippled before the crisis reached serious proportions. The important 
issue is perhaps, not that the Gilbert was deserted because of Aboriginal 
resistance but that Aborigines did present a substantial and significant 
pressure on the area. 
Early in this lecture I mentioned that some people have asked me 
who is Gilberton? If Gilberton did have a character it was both furious 
and hopeless. The Greek poet Tyrtaious once said - "You should reach 
the limits of virtue before you cross the borders of death." Gilberton, 
certainly did not. 
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